
Interested in learning more? 
GOOD READS 
Night Comes to the Cumberlands by Harry S. Caudill 
Strange as this Weather Has Been by Ann Pancake 
To Save the Land and People by Chad Montrie 
Big Coal by Jeff Goodell 
Coal River by Michael Schnayerson 
Brining Down the Mountains by Shirley Stewart Burns 
Fighting Back in Appalachia by Stephen Fisher 
Lost Mountain by Erik Reece 
Coal: A Human History by Barbara Freese 
 

ON THE WEB 
PRENTER WATER FUND: www.prenterwaterfund.org 
PENNIES OF PROMISE: www.penniesofpromise.org 

COAL IMPOUNDMENT PROJECT: www.coalimpoundment.org 
SLUDGE SAFETY PROJECT: www.sludgesafety.org 

ENERGY JUSTICE NETWORK: energyjustice.net 
COAL RIVER MOUNTAIN WATCH: www.crmw.org 

OHIO VALLEY ENVIRONMENTAL COALITION: www.ohvec.org 
APPALSHOP: www.appalshop.org    www.appalshop.org/wmmt 

KENTUCKIANS FOR THE COMMONWEALTH: www.kftc.org 
UNITED MOUNTAIN DEFENSE: www.unitedmountaindefense.org 
U.M.D.’S TVA DISASTER ZONE BLOG: dirtycoaltva.blogspot.com 
SOUTHERN APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN STEWARDS: www.samsva.org 

STOP MOUNTAINTOP REMOVAL WV COALITION: stopmountaintopremoval.org 
MOUNTAIN JUSTICE: www.mountainjustice.org 

APPALACHIAN VOICES: www.appvoices.org 
ilovemountains.org 

COALSWARM: www.coalswarm.org 
RISING TIDE NORTH AMERICA: www.risingtidenorthamerica.org 

RISING TIDE BOSTON: www.risingtideboston.org 
 FILMS 

Black Diamonds (Catherine Pancake, Bullfrog Films) 
Mountain Top Removal (Haw River Films) 

Burning the Future: Coal in America (David Novack) 
Mountain Mourning, & Rise Up! West Virginia (Patchwork Films) 
Sludge; The Buffalo Creek Flood; & many more from Appalshop  

Coal Country (Mari-Lynn Evans) – forthcoming as of Feb. 2009 
 

The True Cost of Coal… 
 

 TOXIC COAL WASTE 101.    
 
Coal is dirty from the cradle to the grave – at every step in the process, 
you’ll find corruption, greed, toxic pollution, and a blatant disregard for all 
forms of life. And it’s a long process, involving mines, permits, cleaning coal, 
machinery, transportation, legislation, old power plants, “clean coal” PR 
groups, energy consumption, and all sorts of waste. This pamphlet 
addresses two types of coal waste: sludge and fly ash.  
 

Coal waste is no small matter. Every day, communities near coal mines and 
power plants are poisoned, some slowly over time and others more quickly 
and obviously. At the end of December 2008, a fly ash retention pond wall 
at the Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) Kingston plant in Harriman, TN 
collapsed, causing 1 billion gallons of the waste to spill into a lake, rivers, 
roads, and land near the plant. Every day, people living near power plants 
and strip mines wonder if they will be the next victims of Big Coal.  
 

This zine may raise some questions for you; please check out the back cover 
for resources that may help answer some of those questions. 

 

 
Photo of the TVA fly ash disaster in Harriman, TN, 3 days before Christmas.  

Contains:  
What is Sludge? • Slurry Impoundments & Underground Injections  

• Ingredients & Side Effects • Ghosts of Disasters Past • Marsh Fork Elementary  
• Coal River Mountain • Fly Ash: Post Combustion Coal Waste • TVA Disaster  

• Fly Ash in MA • Other Resources 
[March 2009] 

send any feedback or suggestions for  
content to: walkingfern@gmail.com 



What is Sludge/Slurry? 
After Appalachian coal is mined & before it’s sent to market, coal is washed 
to separate it from non-combustible rocks & chemicals which would 
otherwise make the coal less appealing to its buyer. Chemicals in the wash 
cause the coal to float and make it easier to separate out from other rock. 
Coal-burning power companies also want coal that's low in sulfur and other 
pollutants regulated under environmental regulations, so washing the coal 
gets rid of some of that. The waste water (a mixture of the water & 
chemicals used to wash off the coal, and heavy metals washed off from the 
coal) is then usually taken to a nearby slurry impoundment, or injected into 
underground mines.  
 

Slurry Impoundments & Underground Injections 
Slurry impoundments are poorly constructed ponds containing this coal 
waste. The dams are often made of “overburden” (the industry’s term for 
that pesky rest of the mountain, which they have to blow up & dig away to 
get at those black diamonds). As with other aspects of mining, coal 
companies are not held accountable regarding the stability of these dams 
& impoundments.  

For example, most sludge ponds are built on top of underground mines, 
which is practically unavoidable in the coalfields. The Mine Safety and 
Health Administration has estimated that there are over 235 sludge ponds 
throughout the region with the potential to break into an underground 
mine, as a Martin County, KY pond did in 2000. 

Sometimes, coal companies intentionally send slurry into underground 
mines; this is called underground coal slurry injections. Since 2000, the WV 
Dept. of Environmental Protection has documented more than 400 
injections into underground mines. We have no idea how many injection 
points there were prior to that date. In the coalfields, coalfield residents 
believe illegal, non-permitted injection sites have existed as far back as the 
1960s. Injection wells can be constructed within a matter of hours and are 
easy to cover up in less time. They can exist anywhere on a mine site. 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Fly Ash in Massachusetts 
 

Sitting just off Mount Hope Bay in Somerset, MA is a 50-year-old coal-fired 
power plant known as the Brayton Point power station. This old plant is the 
largest coal-fired power plant in New England and generates one-fifth of 
Massachusetts' electricity. In 1999, PG&E bought the plant but in 2003 
defaulted on a loan and was threatened with bankruptcy. In 2005, Dominion 
bought the Brayton Point plant and has been searching for ways to turn the 
filthy plant into a major money maker ever since.  
 

One way Dominion has started to do just that is by selling its fly ash to a 
concrete manufacturer. Facing tougher disposal costs and restrictions, 
Dominion teamed up with PMI Ash Technologies to build a giant dome to 
store ash during the winter and a $46 million ash reprocessing unit to make 
the toxic waste more marketable. Since 2006, Headwaters Resources has 
been purchasing the ash to use as a replacement for Portland cement in 
concrete manufacturing. The fly ash is used as a material in building roads 
and concrete for buildings.  
 

Now, Dominion is trying to get carbon credits for "recycling" fly ash, under 
the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative.* The company argues that the fly 
ash they sell replaces the manufacturing of the same amount of Portland 
cement, a process that involves emitting greenhouse gases; however, it 
could not be known if selling this fly ash actually does replace the amount of 
Portland cement being made. This also raises the question, why would a 
process that requires more roads and other new developments (and 
includes a toxic ingredient) be hailed as "green" use?  
 

In the past, Brayton Point's fly ash has been trucked to landfills. Until the 
1980's, it was brought to a landfill near the plant. In 2008, the landfill 
ripped open, sending 2,500 pounds of fly ash into a nearby wetland. 
Brayton Point's fly ash has also been trucked to a now-closed landfill in 
nearby Assonet. As of March 2009, developers want to build a WAL-MART 
strip mall on top of the toxic landfill.  

.• • • • • • • • • 

* REGIONAL GREENHOUSE GAS INITIATIVE is a mandatory carbon trading 
mechanism for the northeast u.s.; this is a market-based response to 
climate change that commodifies the atmosphere. RGGI creates, then 
auctions off, the right to pollute the air.  

* CARBON CREDITS are part of the carbon offsets portion of carbon trading 
schemes. If companies find projects that they can pass off as reducing 
carbon emissions, they get carbon credits, allowing them to pollute more. 

Here’s an incomplete list of 
toxins  found in coal slurry: 

Aluminum • Arsenic • 
Barium • Beryllium • 

Cadmium • Chromium • 
Copper • Iron • Lead • 

Manganese • Selenium • 
Sodium • Sulfuric Acid • Zinc 
 

Here are *some* known side effects: 
Liver, Bladder, Lung, Kidney, & Skin Cancer • 

Respiratory paralysis • Loss of teeth • Anemia 

• Corneal Ulcers • Green Hair • Weight loss • 
Muscle twitching • Bloody diarrhea • 

Vomiting • Coma • Numbness in arms & legs • 
Rashes • Nerve damage • Hallucinations • 

Parkinson’s • Delays in physical and mental 
development in children. 

 



Photo courtesy Coal River Mountain Watch, 2005. 

TVA Disaster 
On December 22, 2008, a retention pond wall collapsed at Tennessee Valley 
Authority's (TVA) Kingston plant near Swan Pond Rd in Harriman, Tennessee, 
releasing a combination of water and fly ash that flooded 12 homes, spilled into 
nearby Watts Bar Lake, contaminated the Emory River, & caused a train wreck. 
Officials said 4" to 6" of material escaped from the pond, covering about 400 acres 
of adjacent land. Hundreds of fish were floating dead downstream from the plant. 

 

Originally, TVA estimated that 1.7 million cubic yards of 
waste had burst through the storage facility. Company 
officials said the pond had contained a total of about 2.6 
million cubic yards of sludge. Several days later, the 
estimate increased to over 1 billion gallons spilled. The size 
of the spill was larger than the amount TVA claimed to 
have been in the pond before the accident, a discrepancy 
that TVA was unable to explain. The TVA spill was 100 
times larger than the Exxon Valdez spill in Alaska, which 
released 10.9 million gallons of crude oil.   
 

According to the TVA, rain totaling 6" in 10 days & 12°F temperatures were factors 
that contributed to the failure of the earthen embankment. However, an inspection 
report in October 2008 had identified a "minor leak" in the faulty wall, but the 
report was not finalized. Local residents said the spill was not a unique occurrence. 
The 1960s-era pond has leaked & been repaired nearly every year since 2001.  

The TVA assured neighbors that their tap water was fine to drink, but that residents 
should boil it first. A number of residents followed this advice, drank boiled water, 
and gave it to their dog and cat companions. Immediately, the people, dogs, and 
cats began vomiting.  

United Mountain Defense (UMD, a group based out of Knoxville, TN) began water & 
air testing, documenting the situation, and giving water to residents the day of the 
spill. UMD volunteers have been continuously harassed by TVA employees for the 
work the group is doing; meanwhile, the TVA fails to accept full responsibility for 
the disaster they created and they have done little to try to make it better.  

A New York Times 2009 study after the TVA spill found that there are more than 
1,300 similar coal ash ponds 
across the U.S., each of which 
can reach up to 1,500 acres. 
These dumps hold billions of 
gallons of fly ash and other coal 
waste, yet they are not subject 
to federal regulation, & there is 
little monitoring of their impacts 
on the local environment.  

The Ghosts of Disasters Past 
1972 February 26 – Buffalo Creek, WV: A slurry impoundment dam owned & 

operated by the Pittston Company collapsed & a wall of sludge, debris, and 
water tore through the valley below, leaving in its wake 125 dead & 4000 
homeless. Pittston called it “an act of God.” 

 

2000 October 11 – Martin County, KY: A sludge pond broke through an 
underground mine, sending 306 million gallons of sludge down two rivers. 
The pond is owned & operated by Massey Energy subsidiary Martin County 
Coal Company.  

 
DISASTERS WAITING TO HAPPEN??? 

 

Marsh Fork Elementary School 
A sludge pond that has been gaining national attention is the Shumate dam, 
which sits 400 yards above the Marsh Fork Elementary School in Sundial, WV. The 
pond holds over 2 billion gallons of toxic slurry. Between the sludge pond and 
school is a Goals Coal Processing Plant, a subsidiary of Massey Energy. Beyond the 
pond is the Edwight 1,849-acre strip mine, run by Independence Coal (another 
Massey subsidiary).  
 

Massey and federal officials claim the dam 
is safe, yet in the late 1990's, the Mine 
Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) 
fined the company for not properly 
constructing the earthen dam. Thinking of 
the 1,000 people living below the dam, 
MSHA Inspector Jim Elkins noted "if the 
dam failed, fatalities would be expected to 
occur. It's reasonably likely an accident 
would occur if the condition continued to 
exist." The impoundment was cited for 17 
violations over a ten-year period.  
 

A grassroots effort is pushing to relocate 
the Marsh Fork Elementary School, to 
ensure the safety of the 230 students and 
the school's faculty and staff. The local 
school board and WV Governor Joe 
Manchin have not responded sufficiently. 
Meanwhile, the children play in a 
playground covered in coal dust, plastic 
bags cover the faucets when it rains, and a single school bus waits in the parking lot 
during rain storms in case the dam breaks.  

http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Kingston_Fossil_Plant


Coal River Mountain 
Coal River Mountain is one of the last mountains left intact in the Coal River Valley, 
but Massey Energy (via Marfork Coal Co.) has plans to change that. There are 
currently 4 permits to strip mine over 6000 acres of the mountain. That’s close to 
10 square miles. Two of the permits have been approved by the Department of 
Environmental Protection, one is in the process, and the last permit hasn’t been 
applied for yet, but maps of it have been included in the other permit applications. 
Combined, the mine site will be at the heads of Rock Creek, Horse Creek, Dry Creek, 
Workman’s Branch and will surround Sycamore Creek, which is commonly 
considered the most pristine stream in the area. 
 

→ Brushy Fork Impoundment: the largest impoundment in WV← 
The Brushy Fork slurry impoundment on Coal River Mountain reaches 954 feet high 
and contains 7 billion gallons of slurry (it was built to hold 9 billion gallons). For at 
least ten years, there have been concerns about the impoundment, over such 
issues as unpermitted discharges, the liquid exceeding permitted levels, the 
structural stability of the earthen dam and of the pillars of underground mines 
below the impoundment during blasting, fractures in the dam, blackwater runoff 
from the impoundment, and the 37 violations by the WV Department of 
Environmental Protection regarding Brushy Fork. The same engineers who were 
principal engineers responsible for overseeing safe construction operations at 
Martin County Coal (at the time of the massive 2000 spill) are the same engineers 
Marfork is employing at the Brushy Fork facility.  
 

Now, Massey is preparing to blow up Coal River Mountain. And where on the 
mountain are they planning to start? As close as legally possible to the edge of the 
Brushy Fork Impoundment - a mere 200 feet away - and above underground 
mines.  If people's homes near blasting sites get cracked foundations and dishes 
fall off the walls, how might this blasting affect the impoundment?  
 

   
After the Martin Co. spill, the EPA told concerned high school students not to worry about 
the sludge being toxic because everything in it is listed on the periodic table of elements… 

 
Found out about the fatal effects of groundwater contamination by coal 

slurry in WV through the Prenter Water Fund and the Ohio Valley 
Environmental Coalition (see back cover for website addresses). 

Fly Ash: Post-Combustion Coal Waste 
 

After coal is burned in power plants to generate electricity, an ash is left – 
an ash containing concentrated amounts of the toxic metals listed on the 
opposite page. These toxins just don’t burn well, so they remain behind. As 
an example, coal contains mercury, and when a chunk of coal is burned, 
99.9% of the mercury can be found in the fly ash. In 2006, coal plants in the 
United States produced almost 72 million tons of fly ash, up 50 percent 
since 1993.  
 

A 1978 Oak Ridge National Laboratory study found that coal fly ash is more 
radioactive than nuclear waste. One important issue this study raises is 
how fly ash is handled. 

 

So what does happen to fly ash? Often it is trucked to lined landfills. In the 
1970's, it was used instead of sand on slippery roads in NY. Now, it is more 
commonly being used 
as an ingredient in 
cement for buildings 
and roads. Proponents 
of this practice claim it 
helps cut back on 
carbon emissions that 
might otherwise be 
released if cement 
companies used all 
new products. Some 
companies selling fly 
ash for this purpose 
can even receive carbon credits! Sounds like a great excuse for burning 
more coal and building more roads & buildings…  

 

Putting fly ash in a lined landfill isn't always a magic fix. As you will read on 
page 7, sometimes liners fail. In Orlando, Florida, elevated levels of 
radioactivity have been found in water near an active, 70-ft tall coal ash 
landfill. Fly ash disposal is unregulated, but since the 2008 fly ash pond spill 
in TN, it appears that some type of federal regulation may be forthcoming.  
 

 "well, i don't need no dam or no damn f.d.r./making power for some other factory/ 
they can have their reasons, whatever they are/and take them back to their authority" 

-the everybody fields, t.v.a., from "halfway there: electricity and the south" 




